A systematic assessment of socioeconomic status and executive functioning in early childhood.
Lower socioeconomic status (SES) consistently relates to poorer executive function (EF). This study used a systematic and nuanced approach to understand how SES relates to children's EF at a process level. We assessed children aged 4.5-5.5 years. This is a key developmental period because EF is no longer a unitary construct but rather EF components statistically load on separate factors and index distinct aspects of EF. Children completed a working memory task that involved a cognitive load component and a go/no-go task to assess inhibitory control and vigilance. Accuracy and reaction time were assessed, and each task involved four blocks to assess performance over time. Lower SES related to lower accuracy for working memory, inhibitory control, and vigilance as well as slower reaction time for working memory. SES did not relate to go/no-go reaction time. For working memory, lower SES related to poorer accuracy on lower cognitive load trials, but there were no SES differences on higher cognitive load trials. SES did not relate to maintenance of performance over time. Results suggest that for this age group the majority of domains showed SES differences. However, there were no SES differences in performance for remembering two items and maintaining performance. Thus, although overall lower SES related to poorer EF performance, there were no SES effects for skills that are still emerging for all children, namely, maintaining task performance across time and remembering two items at once. Results highlight the importance of assessing EF as a multidimensional construct and may help to identify targets for intervention.